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SHAKESPEARE'S lifetime was coincident with a period

of   extraordinary   activity  and    'achievement   in   the

drama* By the date of his birth Europe was witnessing
the passing of the religious, drama that had held its
course for some five centuries* and the creation of new
and mixed forms under the incentive of classical
tragedy and comedy* These new forms were at first
mainly written by scholars and performed by amateurs*
but in England, as everywhere else in western Europe*
the growth of a class of professional actors was threat-
ening to make the drama popular, whether it should be
new or old, classical or medieval, literary or farcical.
Court* school, organizations of amateurs* and the
strolling actors were all rivals in supplying a wide-
spread desire for dramatic entertainment; and no boy
who went to a grammar school could be ignorant that
the drama was a form of literature which gave glory to
Greece and Rome and might yet bestow its laurels on
England.

When Shakespeare was twelve years old the first
public playhouse was built in London. For a time
literature held aloof from this public stage. Plays
aiming at literary distinction were written for schools
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